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basic skills for complex lives    v i i
A Word About Language
Throughout SPECC’s work, all of us involved—including and especially 
the authors of this report— have grappled with finding the right language 
to capture our focus on underprepared students. As readers will see, we 
have used several terms: pre-collegiate, developmental, remedial, and 
basic skills, recognizing that these are not synonymous and that, for better 
or worse, each brings its own history and values. The term “basic skills” 
has recently gained ground in California because of the ambitious state-
wide Basic Skills Initiative now moving into a third phase of activity, and it 
is thus a term that connects SPECC’s work to a larger set of activities from 
which we have learned and to which we hope to contribute. 
Our intent throughout is to point to the importance of knowledge 
and capacities without which students cannot achieve higher levels of 
learning or thrive as workers and citizens in today’s world. These include 
foundational skills in reading, writing, and mathematics, as well as attitudes 
and habits related to effective learning: study skills, confidence, and an 
ability to persevere and succeed. 
 












































j City College of San Francisco
j College of the Desert
j College of the Sequoias
j Glendale Community College
j Laney College
j Los Medanos College
j Merced College
j Pasadena City College
j West Hills College District
Campuses partiCipating  
in speCC





















































































“Basic Skills for Complex Lives” is 
one of a number of SPECC products 
and publications developed by 
Carnegie staff members.  
For a full listing, see  
www.carnegiefoundation.org/specc.
speCC projeCt resourCes










    a different way to think about developmental education









































basic skills education on most campuses 
has been shunted off to the margins, staffed 
largely by part-timers, and underfunded. 
expectations have been way too low.
I.




















strengthening California’s Community Colleges for the future
proJects supported by the william and flora hewlett foundation 
The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation has shaped and supported numerous initiatives aimed at increasing 
student success and completion rates in California’s community colleges. In addition to the Carnegie program, 
Strengthening Pre-collegiate Education in Community Colleges (SPECC), Hewlett also supports: 
j California Benchmarking Project 
j California Tomorrow
j Cal-PASS (California Partnership for Achieving Student Success)
j Campaign for College Opportunity
j Career Ladders Project
j Digital Bridge Academy 
j Institute for Higher Education Leadership and Policy (IHELP)
j Institute for College Access & Success
j MDRC
j The RP Group (The Research & Planning Group for California Community Colleges)
For information about these projects and Hewlett’s grant-making strategy, see www.hewlett.org.
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the California BasiC skills initiative
the california basic skills initiative is a statewide effort that aims to increase the ability to address basic 
skills and ESL needs through education on effective practices and professional development. 
The BSI defines basic skills as “foundation skills in reading, writing, mathematics, and English as a Second Language, 
as well as learning skills and study skills, which are necessary for students to succeed in college-level work.” 
The BSI is currently funded through the Foothill-De Anza Community College District which is working closely 
with the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges. Each campus receives funds based on the number 
of students in basic skills classes. Along with campus funds, the BSI includes statewide professional development 
and research. This initiative began in 2006 when the Research and Planning Group conducted a thorough review 
of the literature on effective practices resulting in the report entitled Basic Skills as a Foundation for Student Success 
in the California Community Colleges. This work was widely disseminated in a statewide professional development 
campaign. During the next phase of activity, each community college prepared a self-assessment of their existing 
practices, and developed an action plan. The third phase, which began in 2008, is implementation of what colleges 
learn from their self-assessment along with further statewide professional development and further research. 
For more information, see www.cccbsi.org. 
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a different way to think aBout 
developmental eduCation
“We have learned…that the typical paradigm around 
Basic Skills must be exploded; it works against us, 
inhibiting our thinking and short circuiting our dialogue. 
We have learned that teaching skills and calling them 
basic and associating this work with the term “pre-
collegiate” or remedial leaves us as a group of faculty 
impotent to reach our students who really are struggling 
and failing in large numbers.”  
–Chabot College, SPECC Report, 2006











































“I have become acutely aware of the pedagogical 
necessity of iteration with a difference in the 
developmental classroom. That is, the importance 
both of repeating key concepts in the course and of 
(re)presenting those concepts in as many ways and 
via as many diverse models as possible. Watching 
students learn and forget, relearn and forget 
again—over and over until a given idea or process 
finally holds (or does not)—has reminded me of 
a fundamental concept that I had forgotten as a 
teacher: how intimate the connectedness is between 
writing and deep-rooted processes of mind…And 
if this is so, then instilling in students new writing 
processes, new ways of manipulating language 
(however simple the lesson may seem), requires on 
the part of students a significant restructuring of 
their most habitual ways of ordering and discursively 
interacting with their intellectual (and lived?) 
experience.”  
–Monette Tiernan, Glendale Community College, 
SPECC Report, December 2006 










































students must not only learn the mechanics 
and routines of producing readable texts; 
they must come to see language as a tool 
and resource through which they can 
express themselves in the world, make 
things happen, and connect with others. 







this not-so-basic view of basic skills has the 
power to transform developmental 
teaching and learning. 































the most promising innovations are shaped 
by an understanding that basic skills are not 
so basic, that even underprepared learners 
bring assets to their work. basic skills must 
prepare students for complex lives.
learning Communities
Learning communities are a flexible set of arrangements that link courses with one another to highlight the 
integration of ideas and the value of crosscutting skills, build a sense of community among students, and bring faculty 
together around shared goals. In SPECC these arrangements took different forms, including the linked, team-taught 
reading and writing course featured at the beginning of this report; a basic skills English course paired with a general 
education course in the social sciences; a developmental mathematics course linked with a counseling class; and a 
reading course connected to a child development course in the vocational program. Students enroll concurrently 
in these courses, which are sometimes but not always team taught, and move through as cohorts. Learning 
communities are now widespread in California and nationally, thanks in large part to work by the Washington 
Center for Improving the Quality of Undergraduate Education, which has studied and promoted this innovation. 


















































































one of the most important pedagogical 
steps a teacher can take is to be explicit 
about the practices and “moves” of more 
advanced learners. 












































another example of high struCture
At Cerritos College, Lynn Serwin teaches basic skills 
writing through a series of very explicit steps, from 
brainstorming, to revision, to the submission of the 
final draft, and she has developed different rubrics 
for each assignment. Serwin believes this method is 
working not because of her use of the rubric, “but 
because the students have in their possession a clear 
rubric by which they assess their own and peers’ 
work” (Cerritos College SPECC Report, 2006, p. 8).






























even at the most fundamental levels of 
english and mathematics, intellectually 
engaging problems and issues exist in 
abundance. 
the marriage of high Challenge and high struCture
At Merced College, SPECC participant Jennifer McBride asks her basic skills English students to grapple with 
complex analytical essays—for instance, about Hispanic immigration, a difficult topic at the very highest levels of 
policy making, and one that cuts close to the bone for her many Latino students. The assignment is shaped around 
contrasting point-of-view essays by Samuel Huntington, arguing that “Hispanic Immigration Threatens to Divide 
America,” and Jan Jarboe Russell, who believes that diversity strengthens community. (Both essays appear in 
Opposing Viewpoints, a reader edited by James E. Torr, 2005). Students are asked to write an essay that argues for 
one view or the other, using quotes from the essays as evidence—a strategy McBride explicitly models for them and 
which students then practice and try out on one another in carefully sequenced steps. What’s striking is the level of 
sophistication evident in students’ papers. 










































“literacy” is a term that sometimes 
carries connotations of low-level skills, be 
it in verbal or quantitative contexts. but 
today’s students need and deserve higher 
expectations and more sophisticated 
understandings of both verbal and 
quantitative literacy.
















In	his	television	documentary	on	community	colleges,	Discounted Dreams: High Hopes and 














































































































teachers have a special responsibility to 
help students understand themselves as 
learners by creating an environment, inside 
the classroom and beyond, where students 
can talk openly about their learning, 
their challenges, and what allows them to 
succeed.











































tutoring and intentional  
learning
Several SPECC campuses are exploring ways to make 
tutoring more effective for developmental students. 
Consider Merced College’s use of Supplemental 
Instruction—an approach developed at the University 
of Missouri-Kansas City—where students themselves 
serve as tutors. At Merced, students who have 
successfully completed a basic skills course are 
tapped to serve as tutors in a subsequent semester; 
they attend class, work with students during class 
activities, and hold special sessions where the focus 
is on learning how to learn. Unlike traditional tutors, 
who are more likely to work one-on-one and target 
specific homework problems, these students act as 
group leaders and facilitators of collaborative learning. 
Three years of qualitative and quantitative data from 
teachers, tutors, and students show that students 
attending Supplemental Instruction sessions have 
higher course completion, retention, and persistence 
rates, along with greater confidence. Equally 
important, this approach helps those students who 
serve as tutors, as they become more aware of what 
they do as successful learners and more intentional 
about their own future learning. 













































teaching and learning are complex 
endeavors that raise consequential 
questions—questions that can usefully  
be explored and acted upon.










































reading Between the lives
Reading Between the Lives is available online 
at Internet Archive, a grantee of the Hewlett 
Foundation. The hour-long video was produced 
by teachers and students at Chabot College as 
part of their participation in SPECC and features 
Chabot students sharing their experiences of 
reading. The film is divided into four parts and 
can be viewed on the Internet Archive, at www.
archive.org.
If you would like more information about 
Reading Between the Lives and other videos 
produced by Chabot, please contact: 
 Sean McFarland
 The Making Visible Project
 smcfarland@chabotcollege.edu
 510-723-7427



































	 	 	 	 	








seen in this way, as a form of inquiry, 
assessment is not a bureaucratic 
accountability requirement but a way to enact 
one’s professional responsibility to students.
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a tremendous amount of teaching gets 
done—up to five classes a semester 
for those teaching a full load—but as a 
consequence faculty have little time to step 
back and work with colleagues to improve 
what they do.














































j Create professional communities in which 
educators can share what happens in classrooms 
j Articulate and negotiate the most important 
outcomes for student learning 
j Use the tools of classroom research to understand 
the experience of students more deeply 
j Share insights and findings 
j Examine a wide range of evidence, from examples 
of student work to campus-level quantitative data 
tracking patterns of student performance 
j Invite and offer critical reflection and peer review 
j Foster collaboration in the design of curriculum, 
assignments, and assessments 
j Build trust as an essential component of ongoing 
improvement 
j Support professional identity and responsibility 
among educators 









































The Carnegie KEEP Toolkit is 
a set of software applications 
that allow educators at all 
levels to record and publish 
their pedagogical work online. 
Visit the KEEP Web site at 
www.cfkeep.org.












































one of the most persistent impediments to 
educational improvement is that teachers 
have—because institutions provide—so few 
purposeful, constructive occasions for sharing 
what they know and do with one another. 
thus, one of the most important moves a 
campus can make is to create occasions for 
educators to talk, to find colleagues, to be 
part of a community of practice. 














































teachers need—and fiGs provide—a chance 
to step back from their own practice and see 
their students’ work, and their own, anew. 
looking together, as a group, at samples of 
student writing, for instance, is an exercise 
likely to prompt new insights about the 
teaching of composition. 
Community College survey of  
student engagement (CCsse)
Approximately 310,013 students at 525 
colleges in 48 states, British Columbia and 
the Marshall Islands participated in the 2005, 
2006, and 2007 CCSSE surveys, administered 
in the spring semesters in each of those years. 
CCSSE allows the campus to compare itself 
to other community colleges on a set of five 
benchmarks based on groups of conceptually 
related items that address key areas of student 
engagement. CCSSE’s five benchmarks denote 
areas that educational research has shown to 
be important in quality educational practice. 
The benchmarks are active and collaborative 
learning, student effort, academic challenge, 
student-faculty interaction, and support for 
learners.
Adapted from the CCSSE Web site at  
www.ccsse.org.



















































































the bottom line is that institutions must 
find ways to ensure that professional 
development is the powerful experience 
it should be; to weave it into the fabric of 
professional practice and institutional life; 
to engage both full- and part-time faculty; 
and to make it an expectation of educators 
at every level. 
    a different way to think about developmental education
Implications for Work Across Campuses:  







































particularly in the case of developmental 
education, the work is too challenging and 
the stakes are too high not to be able to 
learn from innovations beyond one’s own 
setting. the question, then, is how to move 
from pockets of innovation to whole cloth, 
from scattered improvements on individual 
campuses to more widespread reform 
within the larger system. 
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learning from one another
“Each of us has figured out how to do a part 
of basic skills education well and we’re all 
here together to look at those visions of the 
possible, to look at those existence proofs, 
and to ask ourselves not how can we copy it, 
take it, imitate it, and plunk it down in our own 
environment, though occasionally that may 
work. Rather, we need to ask how we can put 
on a set of lenses that make the underlying 
principles very clear and move them to our 
own environment. Because in effect that’s what 
an intellectual, professional, and in our case 
pedagogical community is all about. It is about 
learning from each other’s practice, learning 
from each other’s disasters, and moving ahead 
as a field.” 
–Lee S. Shulman, keynote address to the 
Strengthening Student Success Conference, 
2007. 
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Windows on Learning is a collection of multi-media 
Web sites created by English and mathematics faculty 
from the SPECC campuses. The sites are designed 
to capture the full complexity of what goes on in 
the classroom. In one site, the instructor posts the 
results of her department’s common algebra final 
and reflects on her students’ performance. Another 
site includes a video of four beginning ESL students, 
with four native languages between them, working 
together to unpack a poem in English. The sites can 
be used in a variety of ways: as archives of teaching 
and research materials; as hands-on resources for 
teachers who can download materials and study their 
implementation in an actual classroom; and as tools 
for professional development. By presenting their 
sites at conferences, faculty have forged connections 
with community college instructors across the 
country doing similar research and exploring similar 
formats for making their work visible. The sites are 
designed to preserve the trace of both teaching and 
inquiry, so that the complicated process of identifying 
a problem of learning, designing an intervention 
to address it, and evaluating the success of the 
intervention becomes clear. The sites may be viewed 
at the SPECC Windows on Learning Gallery at  
www.gallery.carnegiefoundation.org/specc/.
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Common data elements traCked  
By speCC Campuses
SUCCESS RATE: the percentage of students in a 
class (out of the total enrolled) who received an 
A, B, C, or CR (credit).
RETEnTIOn RATE: the percentage of students 
(out of the total enrolled) who did not withdraw 
but were “retained” through the end of the 
course, even if they did not receive a passing 
grade.
PERSISTEnCE RATE: the percentage of students 
who enroll in a course in the following semester. 
These definitions are taken from the Research 
& Planning Group for California Community 
Colleges, whose Web site provides further details 
about their calculation. See www.rpgroup.org/
publications/definitions.html.
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the process of developing and coming to 
consensus on an assessment framework, 
along with the development of exercises 
and a scoring rubric, all tend to get faculty 
on the same page about what is important 
for students to know and be able to do. 
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the experience at Glendale and many 
other specc campuses suggests that 
faculty learning may be the single most 
important variable in improving student 
learning.































































2. professional development should be reinvented as an intellectually  
























. institutional research must be expanded to focus more directly on core 
























. community colleges should lead the way in developing richer, more  



























    a different way to think about developmental education
. ongoing, larger-scale improvement requires a lively, open “teaching 
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